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ABSTRACT 
Science fiction is a form of literature that has grown out of a rapidly 
changing society, due to the advent of modern science and 
technology. Science does not just mean the exact sciences like 
physics, chemistry and the like, for it is also a way of looking at life 
clearly with the eyes of observation and rational judgment. Scientific 
education is that education that implants a rational, experimental and 
sceptical frame of mind and is not just a body of knowledge to be 
taught inside classrooms and laboratories.  
The science in science fiction can be real, extrapolated, thought-
experimented, imaginary, controversial and sometimes just plainly 
fictional. Almost all branches of science have been employed, used 
and fictionalized effectively by science fiction writers. The 19th 
century science fiction primarily was inspired by chemistry, 20th 
century science fiction was focused on physics, and 21st century 
science fiction is focusing on biology, biotechnology, genetic 
engineering and social and human sciences as well. Often, science 
fiction does what science cannot. In this sense it has become a useful 
tool for enlightening society. Science fiction is essentially a literary 
work and not a branch of science. 
KEYWORDS: Scientific research, future prediction, humanistic 
critique, technological inventions, scientific thinking
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Introduction  
SF is more dynamic in content, form as well as scope than other 
forms of literature. With its growth and development, it has 
brought in its wake a liberalization of the basic concept. The 
liberated genre of science fiction stimulates creative writers to 
explore uncharted territory, and if found hospitable, hitch it on to 
the mainland. These extended or mutated versions of science 
fiction have produced their own champions too. These new 
messiahs and their followers did enrich the medium. Each new 
conquest encouraged the other to venture further, to experiment, 
to explore new avenues and to blaze new trails. The result is that 
the genre of science fiction, unlike many other literary forms, has 
never had to fear stagnation. The better-quality science fiction 
performs some significant function in addition to presenting 
wonder, action and romance. One of these is its role as a 
literature of change. 
 
Premise 
Science fiction is a branch of literature that deals with the 
response of human beings to advances in science and 
technology. In fact the name ‘science fiction’ itself has its own 
evolutionary history. Science fiction owes its name – though 
certainly not, as has sometimes been claimed, its existence – to 
Hugo Gernsback, the father of science fiction, after whom the 
prestigious ‘Hugo’ awards for science fiction are named. Patrick 
Parrinder (1979: 2) rightly points out that “Gernsback invented 
the term ‘science fiction’ in 1926 to characterize the contents of 
Amazing Stories, one of the many magazines he edited. Three 
years later, he switched to the more euphonious ‘science 
fiction’.”  
Science fiction is a portmanteau term that grew from the 
merging of many distinct genres like fantasies, utopias, satires, 
adventurous travel tails and horror stories. It is a dynamic term. 
The problem with defining SF is complicated by the fact that it 
differs from almost every other popular genre of fiction in that it 
has no characteristic setting like the western or gothic or 
characteristic action like the detective story, but is more, as 
Frederick Pohl (1984: v) has said, “a characteristic way of 
thinking about things.” In his article, “Social Science Fiction” 
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Isaac Asimov rightly comments: “Science fiction is an undefined 
term in the sense that there is no generally agreed-upon 
definition of it” (Bretnor 1979:158). The Random House 
Dictionary of English Language (1972) defines SF as: “It is a 
form of fiction which draws imaginatively on scientific 
knowledge and speculation in its plot, setting or theme.” The 
Compact Oxford English Microscopic Dictionary (1992:1974) 
defines SF as: “Imaginative fiction based on postulated scientific 
discoveries or speculator environmental changes, frequently  
set in the future or on other planets and involving space or  
time travel.”  
Way back in 1926, Hugo Gernsback, the founder of the first 
speciality magazine of science fiction, tried to demarcate the 
category as ‘scientifiction’. His editorial in the inaugural issue of 
Amazing Stories, a pulp magazine which ushered in the 
revolution in the field, carried his definition. He said:  
By ‘Scientifiction’ I mean the Jules Verne, H.G. Wells and 
Edgar Allan Poe type of story, a charming romance intermingled 
with scientific fact and prophetic vision. Not only do these 
amazing tales make tremendously interesting reading, they are 
always instructive. They supply knowledge in a very palatable 
form. New inventions pictured for us in the scientifiction of today 
are not at all impossible of realization tomorrow (Scholes & 
Robkin 1977: 37). 
J.O. Bailey (1977:10) in his seminal study of the early works 
of the genre, Pilgrims Through Space and Time defined 
“Scientific fiction” as “a narrative of an imaginary invention or 
discovery in the natural sciences and consequent adventures and 
experiences.” John W. Campbell, the most influential editor that 
the genre has had, proposed that: 
Science fiction should be regarded as a literary medium akin 
to science itself. Scientific methodology involves the proposition 
that a well-considered theory will not only explain away known 
phenomena but will also predict new and still undiscovered 
phenomena. Science fiction tries to do much the same – and write 
up in story form, what the result looks like when applied not only 
to machines but human society as well (Gunn 1977: 3; 3). 
Furthermore, Campbell wrote in 1952: “Fiction is only 
dreams written out; science fiction consists of the hopes and 
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dreams and fears (for some dreams are nightmares) of a 
technologically based society.” He went further in 1963 to 
declare that “science fiction deals with all places in the universe, 
and all times in eternity, so the literature of here-and-now 
(mainstream literature) is, truly, a subset of science fiction” 
(Clareson 1963:29). He also gave currency to the presently 
accepted title by ‘Science Fiction’ for this literary form.  
Theodore Sturgeon in 1952 defined science fiction as “science 
fiction story is a story about human beings, with a human 
problem, and a human solution, which would not have happened 
at all without its science content” (Blish 1970: 12). This was a 
laudable attempt at integration of science which does not brook 
any irrationality and fiction which draws heavily on emotion and 
imagination, human faculties that often cock a snook at reason and 
rationality. August Derleth in 1952 called science fiction the genre 
that “embraces all imaginary fiction which grows out of scientific 
concepts” (Clareson 1971: xi). Edmund Crispin (1955:60) defined 
a science fiction story as “one which presupposes a technology, or 
an effect of technology, or a disturbance in the natural order such 
as humanity, up to the time of writing, has not in actual fact 
experienced.” In 1963, Crispin (1963: TLS 865) termed science 
fiction as “Origin of Species Fiction” since it is “about us as we 
have been shaped by our genesis, our biology, our environment, 
and our behaviour.”  
Kingsley Amis (1960:18) defined science fiction to an 
audience of literary scholars at Princeton in 1958 as “that class 
of prose narrative treating of a situation that could not arise in 
the world we know, but which is hypothesized on the basis of 
some innovation in science or technology, or pseudo-science or 
pseudo-technology, whether human or extraterrestrial in origin.” 
Sam Moskowitz (1974:11) considered science fiction as “a 
branch of fantasy identifiable by the fact that it eases the ‘willing 
suspension of disbelief’…by utilizing an atmosphere of scientific 
credibility for its imaginative speculation in physical science, 
space, time, social science, and philosophy.” Robert A. Heinlein 
in his essay, “Science Fiction: Its Nature, Faults, and Virtues” 
wrote thus: “A handy short definition of almost all science 
fiction might read: realistic speculation about possible future 
events, based solidly on adequate knowledge of the real world, 
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past and present, and on a thorough understanding of the nature 
and significance of the scientific method” (Davenport 1969: 22). 
Brain Aldiss (1973:8) saw all science fiction as “the search for a 
definition of man and his status in the universe which will stand 
in our advanced but confused state of knowledge (science).” 
Reginald Bretnor (1974: 150) defined the genre simply as 
“fiction based on rational speculation regarding the human 
experience of science and its resultant technologies.” A 
descriptive rather than a prescriptive definition came from James 
Gunn (1977:1; 1) as follows: 
Science fiction is the branch of literature that deals with the 
effects of change on people in the real world as it can be 
projected into the past, the future, or to distant places. It often 
concerns itself with scientific or technological change, and it 
usually involves matters whose importance is greater than the 
individual or the community; often civilization itself is in danger. 
Isaac Asimov in his essay, “Social Science Fiction” defines 
the term ‘science fiction’ as: “Science fiction is that branch of 
literature which is concerned with the impact of scientific 
advance upon human beings” (Bretnor 1979: 158). In another 
time, Asimov defines SF as: “Science fiction is that branch of 
literature which deals with a fiction society, differing from our 
own chiefly in the nature or extent of its technological 
development” (Ibid: 167). Science fiction is difficult to define, as 
it includes a wide range of genres, subgenres and themes. In this 
context James Gunn (1988: v) rightly observes: 
What, finally, is science fiction? Definitions of SF have 
ranged all the way from the intuitive (Damon Knight’s “science 
fiction is what I mean when I point at it”) and the pragmatic 
(John Campbell’s “science fiction is what science fiction editors 
publish” and Norman Spinrad’s “science fiction is anything 
published as science fiction”) to the elaborately restrictive 
(Kingsley Amis’s “science fiction is that class of prose narrative 
treating a situation that could not arise in the world we know, 
but which is hypothesized on the basis of some innovation in 
science or technology, or pseudo-science or pseudo-technology, 
whether human or extraterrestrial in origin”) and the formalist 
(Darko Suvin’s “cognitive estrangement” and Robert Scholes’s 
“structural fabulation”).  
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Discussion 
In her book, Mary Shelley: Her Life, Her Fiction, Her Monsters 
(1988) Anne K. Mellor stated that science fiction as a genre has 
three characteristics: it is to be grounded on valid scientific 
research, it gives a prediction about the future of that research, 
and lastly, it offers a humanistic critique of either specific 
technological inventions or the very nature of scientific thinking. 
What the thinkers, scholars, writers and critics meant by science 
fiction, by and large, can be summed up as follows: 
 Science fiction (abbreviated SF or sci-fi with varying 
punctuation and   capitalization) is a distinguished literary 
genre; rather it is essentially a literary form and not a branch 
of science. 
 It is a form of fiction that deals primarily with the effects of 
actual or imagined scientific progress on living and non-
living entities. 
 It is a broad genre of fiction that often involves speculations, 
extrapolations and thought-experiment on current or future 
science or technology. 
 It is a literary form in which advanced technology and/or 
science is a key element. In science fiction the technology 
which, while theoretically possible is not yet practical. 
 It is a form of fiction that draws imaginatively on scientific 
knowledge and/or speculation. It depicts either a utopian or a 
dystopian picture of the past or the future world that too with 
a present concern. 
 It is a form of writing in which a writer explores unexpected 
possibilities of the past or the future by using scientific data 
and theories. 
 It includes stories, novellas, novels, even exercises in poetry 
and dramas that have a scientific core or fictional accounts of 
events based on that core. 
 It is a type of narrative about or based upon real or imagined 
scientific theories and technology. Science fiction is often 
peopled with alien creatures. 
 It includes the hardcore, imaginatively embellished 
technological/scientific novels as well as fictions that are 
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even slightly futuristic often with an after-the-holocaust 
milieu-nuclear, environmental, extraterrestrial, genocide 
contexts. 
 These kinds of fictions deal with the influence of real or 
imagined science on society or individuals. 
 Novels of this kind pre-suppose a technology or an effect of 
technology or a disturbance in natural order, which up to the 
time of writing is not in actual fact been experienced. 
 It is a literary genre that is concerned with the impact of 
scientific and technological breakthroughs upon human 
beings and it depicts future sceneries of science and 
technology developments without contradicting the present 
understanding of science and technology. 
 SF deals with the possible. Hard SF deals with hardware 
while soft SF deals with wetware. In hard SF science is not 
merely necessary, but central and compulsory whereas in 
soft SF science is referential, fictional and sometimes 
marginal. The best science fiction, however, deals with both 
aspects, applying the science to human behavior and 
systems. The success of science fiction depends on its ability 
to appear plausible. 
The following things may not be included under the title science 
fiction, according to scholars and critics: 
 Prose in a literary format to explain principles of science to 
layman. 
 Stories of how discoveries are/were made. 
 Merely fantasy and fiction without scientific touch. 
 Fiction based on inaccurate or pseudoscience or no science 
in it. 
Science fiction is a distinguished form of literature. It differs 
from other kinds of fiction in its emphasis on setting. It deals 
with what might have been or what may yet be. Science fiction 
writers portray realities different from ours in certain respects or 
a parallel world where the laws of nature are reserved or much 
altered. Science fiction story concerns alienation; it is concerned 
either with aliens or humans isolated from humanity. Calling up 
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a background of science, it promises a transformation of 
humanity into something better than itself. In his Science Fiction 
in the Real World (1990) Norman Spinrad distinguishes SF from 
other forms of literature. He states: “Historical fiction is about 
the past, contemporary fiction is about present, science fiction is 
about the future.” H. Bruce Franklin (1978: 3) categorized 
historical fiction, realistic fiction, science fiction, and fantasy as 
theoretically distinct strategies for describing what is real: 
Realistic fiction views what is by projecting what may seem 
to be; historical fiction views what is by projecting what may 
seem to have been; science fiction views what is by projecting 
what not inconceivably could be. To put the matter in the 
simplest terms, realistic fiction tries to imitate actualities, 
historical fiction past probabilities, science fiction possibilities, 
and fantasy impossibilities.  
James E. Gunn (1988: VI) points out the specificities of 
science fiction among other forms of literature as follows: 
Unlike traditional fiction, which can be seen as the literature 
of continuity, SF is the literature of discontinuity: it deals with a 
world that is not the same as our familiar world of everyday 
reality because of some significant alteration in that world. 
While fantasy is also part of the literature of discontinuity, 
science fiction is “the literature of change”; fantasy is simply 
“the literature of difference.” “Change” implies an alteration in 
present reality whose origins can be traced through plausible 
cause and effect; “difference” implies an arbitrary alteration in 
present reality. At the simplest level, fantasy asks to be read with 
a suspension of disbelief, while SF offers plausible arguments for 
suspending disbelief. One cannot read the SF that is at the heart 
of the genre without asking it hard questions: How did we get 
there from here? How is the world of the story like and unlike 
the real world? What do those similarities and differences mean 
to life in those times and our attitude toward it? Those kind of 
question destroy fantasy….The SF character travels by 
spaceship, say, or by time machine; the fantasy character falls 
down a rabbit hole or passes through a door in a cupboard. 
Le Guin, a distinguished writer and an eminent critic of SF 
genre, throws more light on the concept of ‘science fiction’, or to 
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be more precisely, ‘fantastic literature,’ pointing out the 
difference between ‘fantasy’ and ‘science fiction.’ According to 
Le Guin fantasy is primarily concerned with myth, science 
fiction is concerned with man’s relationship to nature. Fantasy 
focuses on the relationship between the conscious and the 
unconscious. In fantasy human desires, intuitions, fears, 
uncomfortable feelings, and words become forces. In her best 
defence of fantasy, “The Child and the Shadow,” Le Guin 
(1975:141) writes: 
The great fantasies, myths, and tales are indeed like dreams: 
they speak from the unconscious to the unconscious, in the 
language of the unconscious – symbol and archetype. Though 
they use words, they work the way music does: they short-circuit 
verbal reasoning, and go straight to the thoughts that lie too 
deep to utter. They cannot be translated fully into the language 
of reason, but only a Logical Positivist, who also finds 
Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony meaningless, would claim that they 
are therefore meaningless. They are profoundly meaningful, and 
useful – practical – in terms of ethics; of insight; of growth. 
Science fiction, on the other hand, focuses on man’s coping 
with, finding his place in, the universe as described by modern 
science. Le Guin (1976:3) argues, “Science fiction is a new 
integrative effort, a way of enabling the contemporary, scientific, 
individualistic consciousness to achieve the collective creative 
power of myth, to cope with thunder and suffering by aesthetic, 
integrative means.” Le Guin is not particularly interested in 
participating in the quarrel over the definitions of science fiction 
and fantasy. She prefers to emphasize the nature of the fantastic 
as a whole. Le Guin uses the term “fantastic” to identify the 
category which contains the genres of fantasy and science 
fiction. She has chosen this form in which to explore her vision 
of reality. All her works share its qualities. The reality presented 
in the fantastic can function as a metaphor for the reality 
recognized by the late twentieth century. In her “National Book 
Award Acceptance Speech” (1972), Le Guin (1989:47-48) has 
explained and praised this very quality, as follows: 
Sophisticated readers are accepting the fact that an 
improbable and unmanageable world is going to produce an 
improbable and hypothetical art. At this point, realism is 
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perhaps the least adequate means of understanding or 
portraying the incredible realities of our existence… the 
Fantasists, whether they use the ancient archetypes of myth and 
legend or the younger ones of science and technology, may be 
talking as seriously as any sociologist – and a good deal more 
directly – about human life as it is lived, and as it might be lived, 
and as it ought to be lived. For after all, as great scientists have 
said and as all children know, it is above all by the imagination 
that we achieve perception, and compassion and hope. 
Her statement suggests two other qualities of the fantastic: it 
demonstrates the importance of the imagination and the invented 
world gives the reader a new experience. The importance of the 
imagination is a frequent topic for Le Guin and she discusses its 
ethical ramifications. Use of the imagination brings to the writer 
and reader both freedom and awesome responsibility. It is the 
quality of mind that will aid integration of conscious and 
unconscious, of man and Things. Le Guin (1974a: 41) defines it 
as follows: 
By “imagination,” I personally mean the free play of the 
mind, both intellectual and sensory. By “play” I mean 
recreation, re-creation, the recombination of what is known into 
what is new. By “free” I mean that the action is done without an 
immediate object of profit – spontaneously. 
To make the invented world seem real, the fantastic genres 
depend heavily on vivid description; a quality Le Guin’s writing 
is always praised for. The individual, the setting, the culture, 
ideas, history, myth, and the Things must all be made real. 
Especially, the language of these invented worlds must reflect an 
alternate world. Many of her essays discuss these high standards 
for the literature of fantasy. The imaginative experiencing of the 
fantasy world may alter the reader’s perception. When this 
happens, the writer and reader have been jolted out of old habits 
and prejudices, have grown and matured. It is a theory that can 
be verified by psychoanalytic theories. She argues strongly that 
this quality does not make the fantastic “escapist” literature in 
the derogatory sense of running away from what needs to be 
done. Le Guin (1974b: 43) paraphrases Tolkien’s answer: 
Yes, he said, fantasy is escapist, and that is its glory. If a 
soldier is imprisoned by the enemy, don’t we consider it his duty 
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to escape? The moneylenders, the know nothings, the 
authoritarians have us all in prison; if we value the freedom of the 
mind and soul, if we’re partisans of liberty, then it’s our plain duty 
to escape, and to take as many people with us as we can. 
Le Guin has referred to this quality of the fantastic as 
“distancing.” The category of the fantastic, then, requires the use 
of both reason and nonreason (imagination, intuition). It reaches 
subjective truths which are more valuable than facts. It uses the 
imagination because metaphors and language must carry the 
entire meaning. Stating the importance of imagination, Le Guin 
writes in “Dragons”:  
If the imagination is suppressed, humans will mature 
physically but will remain at worst ‘eggplants’ and at best 
stunted and unhappy people afraid of anything ‘childish’ or 
‘untrue’. If the imagination is nurtured, however, each person 
can become a truly mature adult: ‘not a dead child, but a child 
who survived’ (Wood 1979:11).  
 
Conclusion  
By fictionalizing scientific ideas, science fiction writers provide 
a vision of a millennial world to human beings. One sees today 
how the possibility of knowing the sex of the unborn child can 
raise horrendous issues. Issues such as stem cell research, 
cloning in biology, researches in nuclear devices, and the spying 
capability of remote sensing satellites have raised moral-social 
questions. By speculating future scenarios, a good science fiction 
can alert us to the possible dangers to human society.  
Peculiarly a twentieth-century genre, science fiction has tried 
to make sense of the rapidity of technological change and the 
impact which science and technology have made on our society. 
By imagining other worlds and possible futures, the genre allows 
us to view our present day situation with greater detachment  
and perspective. By and large science fiction provides new 
perspective to literature and life as Reginald Bretnor (1979: 273) 
rightly states: “Science fiction can bring a new perspective to 
every theme already known, and can create innumerable fresh 
themes, unknown today but possible tomorrow. It is not a genre. 
Its scope is universal. It holds the promise of an entire new 
literature.” 
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